The painstaking US approach to the assessment of climate-change science yields some useful results.
T he US Climate Change Science Program, which is seeking to produce a comprehensive set of reports on climate change, has been widely criticized as a stalling exercise whose work duplicates that of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, and whose findings may be prone to political manipulation.
However, the programme yielded some promising outcomes last week, when several participants of a panel it convened published some findings on the apparent discrepancy between the record of warming on the Earth's surface and the change experienced in the troposphere, the lowest level of the atmosphere (see page 896).
The climate-change programme had brought together 22 experts to look into the problem. In the course of five meetings and countless e-mail exchanges, the participants conceded flaws in some of the their earlier analyses and produced new data sets, some of which were published online in Science (doi:10.1126./science1114772; doi:10.1126./science1114867; doi:10.1126./science1115640; 2005) .
The release of the draft report summarizing the panel's conclusions for public review, which was due in June, is being delayed, however. The delay may reflect the intrinsic difficulty of getting a large committee containing disparate views to agree on a final form of wording. But it seems to fit in with a pattern at the climate-change programme, which was criticized by the Government Accountability Office in April for failing to meet a 2004 deadline for issuing a new national climate-change assessment. Critics also point out that since the programme issued a strategic plan just two years ago, some of the completion dates for the 21 reports that it plans to produce have slipped by several years.
US government officials say that they were too ambitious in setting the original deadlines. But they also admit that some of the panels' work is being delayed by two other factors: the need to comply with recent legislation that makes it extremely difficult to incorporate fresh scientific information into government reports, and the requirement that the climate-change work is approved at the political, as well as the scientific, level.
The programme's director, James Mahoney, argues that the latter process will be managed in a way that will preclude political interference. Once the scientific authors have agreed their final draft, the report will be posted online for a 45-day period of public comment. Once that closes, the report will be revised again. Only then, in the final step before publication, will it be reviewed by administration officials.
This process will make it hard for the Bush administration to put its own spin on the report's scientific findings -provided that the drafts are published promptly, without political interference, and that the final documents adhere to the spirit of the drafts. The handling of the lower-atmosphere report -the first from the programme's strategic plan -in the next few months will help clarify whether the programme is a serious attempt to grapple with uncertainty in climate-change science, or is merely an exercise in obfuscation. ■ thresholds -and has come up with the 'h-index' . This is the highest number of papers that a scientist has written that have each received at least that number of citations; an h-index of 50, for example, means someone has written 50 papers that have each had at least 50 citations. The citations are counted using the tables of citations-todate provided by Thomson ISI of Philadelphia. Within a discipline, the approach generates a scale of comparison that does seem to reflect an individual's achievement thus far, and has already attracted favourable comment (see page 900). The top ten physicists on this scale have h values exceeding 70, and the top ten biologists have h values of 120 or more, the difference reflecting the citation characteristics of the two fields.
The author placed his proposal on a preprint server last week (www.arxiv.org/abs/physics/0508025), thereby inviting comment before publication. Given the potential for indicators to be seized upon by administrators, readers should examine the suggestion and provide the author with peer assessment.
Whatever its virtues, any citation analysis raises as many questions as it answers and also tracks just one dimension of scientific outputs. Nature has consistently advocated caution in the deployment of the impact factor in particular as a criterion of achievement (an index that Hirsch's h indicator happily ignores).Wisely, the UK Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) has long committed itself to a broader view and the organizers of the next RAE, to take place in 2008, have prohibited assessment panels from judging papers by the impact factors of the journals in which they appeared. What the costs of that will be in panel members' time remains to be seen.
The common approach of the RAE's disciplinary panels is to assess up to four submitted outputs (typically research papers or patents) per researcher, of which a proportion will be assessed in some detail (25% for the biologists, 50% for the physicists). There will no doubt be something of a challenge in taking into account the fact that a typical publication has several co-authors.
These outputs will sit alongside indicators of the research environment such as funds and infrastructure, and of esteem, such as personal awards and prestige lectures. The specific indicators to be considered and the weightings applied are now open for public consultation (see www.rae.ac.uk/pubs/2005/04/docs/ consult.doc). Given that the RAE is so influential both nationally and, as a technique, internationally, there is a lot at stake. Stakeholders should express any concerns they may have by the deadline of 19 September.
■ "The handling of the loweratmosphere report over the next few months will help to clarify whether the programme really is a serious attempt to grapple with uncertainty in climate-change science." "Given the potential for such indicators to be seized upon by administrators, readers should examine the suggestion and provide the author with some peer assessment."
